Nematostella vectensis by Rudy, Paul Jr. et al.
Digitized 2010 – Last Updated 1979 – E-mail corrections to oimbref@uoregon.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Description 
Color—white; transparent when expanded; 
internal color can depend on food. 
Size—column (fig. 1) up to 15 mm long, can 
be up to 2.5 mm in diameter at base near 
bulb. Crown of tentacles up to 8 mm diameter. 
Column at tentacles' base about 4 mm (Hand 
1957). 
Shape—radially symmetrical, consisting of a 
tall cylinder and a crown of tentacles. 
Aberrant forms, i.e. two headed, tentacleless, 
are found as well (Williams 1976). 
Tentacles—retractile, cylindrical, tapered, not 
"capitate": knobbed. Number 12-18, usually 
16 (Stephenson 1935): can be as many as 
204. 6-7 outer (exocoelic) tentacles longer 
than inner (endocoelic) ones, and are often 
reflexed down column; (they can be longer 
than column). Inner tentacles can be raised 
above the mouth (fig. 1), and can have white 
spots on their inner edges (Crowell 1946). 
Nematosomes can be seen moving inside the 
tentacles. 
Column—long, cylindrical, worm-like, 
transparent. The eight mesenteries are visible 
through its walls. 
Physa—a swollen, bulb-like burrowing 
structure at the base of the column (fig. 1), 
which replaces the pedal disc of other 
anemones. It is covered with rugae (ridges) 
which secrete mucus and aid in digging and 
climbing (Williams 1975). 
Oral Disc—no inner ring of tentacles or 
siphonoglyphs, only a single ventral 
siphonoglyph (ibid). 
Mesenteries—vertical partitions (eight in this 
species) below gullet, visible through column. 
Gonads appear as thickened bands on 
filaments (fig. 3) (Lindsay 1975). Eggs are 
produced from these filaments. The 
mesenteries can be green. brown, black, etc.; 
depending on food (Williams 1975). 
Nematosomes—rather mysterious spherical, 
ciliated bodies, sometimes found in the 
coelenteron (digestive cavity) and in tentacles 
(fig. 2). Their function is not known. 
 
 
Possible Misidentifications 
     This is the only species of the genus 
Nematostella known in the temperate 
northern hemisphere. N. polaris, a similar 
Arctic anemone, lives under conditions which 
N. vectensis could tolerate, but they are not 
believed to be the same species (Hand 1957). 
There is certainly no other very small, 
muddwelling burrowing anemone in our area 
which could be confused with N. vectensis. 
     Flosmaris grandis is another elongate, 
mud-burrowing, translucent anemone, but it is 
usually very large (to 46 cm), has over 24 
tentacles, and instead of a physa, has a basal 
disc attached to something solid. Diadumene 
sp. are often long and pale. but have 
pigmentation of some sort and don't burrow. 
Only N. vectensis of these anemones has 
nematosomes. 
 
Ecological Information 
Distribution—north temperate shallow 
estuarine pools: England, New England, 
northern California. Type locality-Isle of Wight 
(where it probably doesn't exist now, due to 
destruction of habitat) (Williams 1975). 
Range—in Oregon: five sites in Coos Bay: 
South Slough, near downtown Coos Bay, 
mouth of Coos River. 
Habitat—soft muds of Salicornia marshes; 
pondweed masses (New England: Ruppia, 
Cladophora, Chaetomorpha, Coos Bay: in 
Enteromorpha, Vaucheria. Sensitive to 
pollution) (Williams 1976). 
Salinity—can tolerate a wide range: from less 
than 50% seawater to over 100% in Coos Bay 
(Hand 1957). It has been found from 8 ‰ to 
38 ‰: an osmoconformer, it is very adaptable 
to salinity changes (Inouye 1976). 
Temperature—lives in a wide range (northern 
California): 0-30°C (Hand 1957). Has been 
kept for long periods in the lab at 21-22 ° C 
(Inouye 1976). Coos Bay (South Slough) 
range 6-18°C (ibid). 
Tidal Level—Nematostella is generally found 
in salt marsh tide pools above + 3 ft. 
Nematostella vectensis 
A solitary marsh anemone (Stephenson, 1935) 
Phylum:  Cnidaria   
   Class:    Anthonthozoa, Zoantharia 
      Order:   Actiniaria 
         Family: Edwardsiidae 
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Associates—plants: Distichlis, Salicornia, 
Enteromorpha. Vaucheria, diatoms; 
invertebrates: nemerteans, polychaete larvae, 
harpacticoid copepods, ciliates, sphaeromid 
isopods, gammarid amphipods. 
 
Life History Information 
Reproduction—probably has separate sexes; 
gonads on mesenteries produce gametes; 
planula larvae settle as new polyps; no 
medusoid stage. Asexual reproduction also 
possible (by elongation of column, 
constriction, and breaking off of a transverse 
section) (Lindsay 1975). Animals found with 
developed gonads summer and fall (Williams 
1976). Egg production can be induced in lab 
by lowering salinity (Lindsay 1975). Egg to 
planula: 3 days: to four knobbed juvenile, 5 
days. 
Growth rate— 
Longevity—kept in lab for up to five years. 
Food—like other anemones, it is an active 
predator, using tentacles with stinging 
nematocysts to capture prey. Diet largely snail 
Hydrobia (New England. Nova Scotia) (Frank 
1978); harpacticoid copepods; only anemone 
known to eat insect larvae (ibid). 
Predators— 
Behavior—usually buried to tentacles, but 
also found extended over the mud. Can move 
by short. peristaltic-like movements, or by 
throwing itself (Lindsay 1975). Secretes 
mucus "tube" to protect its epidermis (Crowell 
1946). 
 
Quantitative Information 
Weight— 
Abundance—a rarely occurring animal, it can 
be very abundant over a small area where it 
does occur. 
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